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not in box-cars. He never thought much of tramps, he said,
although he'd not met any of them personally.
But I was not a tramp, I interrupted quietly. Just a hobo,
a distinction with a very decided difference which I attempted
to make clear to him. Hobos earned their living, usually on short
jobs where there was not enough local labour: jobs which had
to be done right then and there. How could the big wheat farmers
in Kansas and Dakota, the fruit and vegetable growers all over
the country, harvest their crops without a supply of extra labour
the very day or week they needed it? They notified employment
offices in the cities; we drifted in, did the job, drifted out again.
He kept on questioning me, in a manner which called for more
than simple answers. Oh, I'd been on the road since I was about
sixteen, about three years. I was alone after the first year; it was
a lot better travelling by myself. There was no one to boss me
around and tell me what to do and where to go. Yes, I'd stopped
a week at Grandfather's last summer. Just couldn't stand it there
any longer. Too quiet. Went back to New York, too, but didn't
like it there either. The west and south-west suited me fine,
especially Arizona and Oregon. . . .
Yes, I'd been in jail, often. Maybe a dozen times in as many
states. But not for stealing, I added. Vag'd, they called it. The
cities were not so bad, but some of the hick towns in the East
were terrible. Especially after election. New officials thought they
had to make a good showing, so they'd pick up some hobos and
throw them into jail overnight. Next morning the judge would
say, "Five dollars, or two hours, or ten days," meaning that if
we were broke we had that long to get out of town, or that many
days in the can. I supposed they thought if they kept us on the
move and infested us with their lice we would be able to lead a
better life.
Sure I worked, when I needed money or clothes; I could always
wash dishes in a restaurant for something to eat. Oh, I'd done a
lot of things. Followed the harvests, painted houses, worked in
lumber camps, factories, on river steamboats, in a coalmine, a
brickyard, on the levee, in a packing house, sawmills, a cattle
ranch, hotels, with a circus, at the Chicago Fair. My last job was
skinning mules up near Kansas City. I was on my way to New
Orleans now. . . .
No, I confessed, I never bothered with baggage. I used to pick
up a few things when I held down a job several months, but it